HEN THIS JOURNAL began its life a half century ago, feminist hermeneutics was an unrecognized subject. In the U.S. the first wave of feminism had passed: the voices of women were restrained. Emerging from the great Depression, the nation hovered between two wars, without inclination to explore matters of gender. The theological enterprise reflected the culture.
In talking about sexism and patriarchy, feminism not only describes but convicts. It opposes the paradigm of domination and subordination in all forms, most particularly male over female, but also master over slave and humankind over the earth. 9 Sex, race, class, and ecology intertwine as issues. Theologically, the rule of male over female constitutes sin. This hierarchy violates the integrity of creation "in the image of God male and female" by denying full humanity to women and distorting the humanity of men. Consequently, both sexes suffer. Sexism as ideology and patriarchy as system must be exposed and rejected. In assuming this stance, feminism shows its prophetic base.
Prophecy calls for repentance. Beginning with a change of consciousness in individuals, it becomes a changing of society. Some feminists seek reform and others transformation. 10 However the issue develops, repentance bespeaks a future vision of wholeness and well-being for female and male. But feminists do not facilely claim this future. They know sexism is insidious and obstacles are numerous.
The designation "prophetic" engenders other observations. First, by definition prophetic movements advocate. This activity neither distinguishes nor demeans feminism but rather characterizes all theologies and methods.
11 For centuries church, synagogue, and academy have advocated patriarchy: the way things are and ought to be. In exposing their bias, feminism evokes a different hermeneutic. Second, as the generic term "prophecy" covers multiple perspectives, so the singular "feminism" embraces plurality and diversity. Time, place, culture, class, race, experience-these and other variables yield particular expressions of a shared cause. Though particularities induce conflict and contradiction, they serve a salutary purpose. It pertains to a third observation. Prophetic movements are not exempt from sin. Feminism struggles with this awareness. Jewish feminist theology, e.g., detects anti-Jewish sentiments in some Christian formulations. 12 n At places in the current discussion this point seems to be missed, with the word "advocacy" assigned to feminism, as though it were, for better or worse, distinctive. Cf., e.g., the unsigned editorial in Interpretation 42 (1988) 3-4; in these two pages some form of the word "advocacy" appears no fewer than seven times to describe feminism and its proponents, but not once to characterize its critics. Yet they too advocate. 
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African-American women, claiming the identity "womanist," challenge white feminists.
14 On individual levels experiences of women differ, yielding diverse witnesses. Eternal vigilance is necessary. In announcing judgment on patriarchy and calling for repentance, feminism needs ever to be aware of its own sins.
This prophetic note concludes the overview of feminism; a sketch of biblical theology begins. The shift is jarring, as far as the east is from the west. Later, connections are forged.
A SKETCH OF BIBLICAL THEOLOGY
Biblical theologians, though coming from a circumscribed community, have never agreed on the definition, method, organization, subject matter, point of view, or purpose of their enterprise. Drawing upon earlier studies, Johann Philipp Gabler (1787) formulated the discipline for the European world, particularly the German scene.
15 He deemed it a historical and descriptive undertaking distinguished from the didactic and interpretive pursuit of dogmatic theology. At the same time, he related the two fields by making biblical theology the foundation of dogmatics. For about a century afterwards the discipline flourished in disputation. Even the label "biblical theology" became suspect. Some scholars advocated the unity of Scripture; others separated the Testaments. The designation "Old Testament theology" emerged to specify a Christian bias that not infrequently disparaged the Hebrew Scriptures. Interpretive approaches began to contend with descriptive. Searches for unifying themes brought disunity. The concepts "universal" and "unique" vied for supremacy. Organizational differences furthered debate as chronologies of biblical content clashed with categories of systematic theology. Before the end of the 19th century, then, biblical theology had developed in myriad ways compatible and incompatible. and development of bipolar categories for encompassing scriptural diversity. 24 More broadly, biblical theology has begun to converse with the world. 25 To pursue this expansion in reference to feminism requires a few summary observations about the discipline throughout its 200-year history.
First, biblical theology (more often OT theology) has sought identity, but with no resolution. Over time the discussion has acquired the status of déjà dit; proposals and counterproposals only repeat themselves. 
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Challenges to this stance now come from many directions. Liberation theologies foster redefinition and application.
28 Issues such as ecology, medical ethics, creationism, and spirituality press for dialogue. Racial, religious, and sexual perspectives also enter the discussion. AfricanAmericans, Asians, and Jews, e.g., shape the discipline differently from traditional proponents. 29 In short, biblical theology, by whatever definition, method, or point of view, must grapple with contemporary hermeneutics. This recognition leads to connections between feminism and biblical studies.
FEMINIST HERMENEUTICS AND BIBLICAL STUDIES

Perspectives and Methods
Joining biblical studies in the early 1970s, feminism has brought gender to the foreground of discussion.
30 It has exposed the androcentric bias of stories but nevertheless asserting that "within this patriarchal milieu, the three women emerge as independent, making their own decisions and initiating actions in unconventional ways." Of whatever persuasions, these and other literary readings provide an exegetical base for theological reflection.
Feminist scholars who specialize in Wisdom literature also provide data for the theologian. With a multidisciplinary approach, Claudia V. Camp has explored female wisdom in Proverbs. 44 Viewing "woman Wisdom" as metaphor, she has isolated roles and activities within Israelite culture that influenced this personification. They include the figures of wife, lover, harlot, foreigner, prophet, and wise woman. The research joins the efforts of historians, sociologists, and literary critics.
This sampling, focused on the Hebrew Scriptures, concludes with three books that differ widely in interest, approach, and purpose but share a common grounding. Particular experiences motivated their authors. Unlike traditional male scholars, feminists often spell out hermeneutical connections between life and work. Citing an episode within her Jewish heritage as pertinent to her study, Athalya Brenner probes the familiar thesis that, as a class, women in Scripture are a second sex, always subordinate and sometimes maligned. 45 Her approach covers social roles and literary paradigms. Writing as a womanist, Renita J. Weems "attempts to combine the best of the fruits of feminist biblical criticism with its passion for reclaiming and reconstructing the stories of biblical women, along with the best of the Afro-American oral tradition, with its gift for story-telling and its love of drama." 46 Recounting unpleasant experiences within Roman Catholicism, Alice L. Laffey has prepared a "complement" to standard introductions of the OT. 47 She approaches texts, for weal or woe, with the principle "that women are equal to men." However scholarly judgments measure these works, the experiences that prompted their authors and the methods they employ show yet again the diverse terrain of feminist biblical studies.
All these samplings but hint at perspective and methods. Studying Scripture from the viewpoint of gender, feminism explores ideas and advances theses shunned in traditional interpretations. Conventional methods produce unconventional results. Not all of them will endure. Patriarchal hermeneutics has long designated this imagery paternal, even though in ancient Israel mothers performed these tasks. 50 Reclaiming the maternal imagery affects yet another verse (11:9). After announcing judgment upon wayward Ephraim, the Deity returns in compassion. A poignant outburst begins, "How can I give you up, O Ephraim!" It concludes, "I will not execute my fierce anger ... for I am 'el and not 'is, the Holy One in your midst." Traditionally, translators have understood the words 'ël and ts to contrast the divine and the human. Though correct, the interpretation misses the nuance. Rather than using the generic 'ädäm for humanity, the poet employs the gender-specific Îs, male. Thus the line avows: "I am God and not a male."
This translation makes explicit a basic affirmation needed in ancient Israel and the contemporary world. By repeatedly using male language for God, Israel risked theological misunderstanding. God is not male, and the male is not God. That a patriarchal culture employed such images for God is hardly surprising. That it also countenanced female images is surprising. If they be deemed remnants of polytheism, the fact remains that nowhere does Scripture prohibit them.
Shifting from depictions of deity to the human scene, feminist hermeneutics highlights neglected texts about women. The Exodus narratives provide several instances. So eager have traditional interpreters been to get Moses born that they pass quickly over the stories leading to his advent (Exod 1:8-2:10). Two midwives, a Hebrew mother, a sister, the daughter of Pharaoh, and her maidens fill these passages. The midwives, given the names Shiphrah and Puah, defy the mightly Pharaoh, who has no name. The mother and sister work together to save their baby son and brother. The daughter of Pharaoh identifies with them rather than with her father. This portrait breaks filial allegiance, crosses class lines, and transcends racial and political differences. A collage of women unites for salvation; with them the Exodus originates. But existing biblical theologies fail to tell the tale. Even as it recovers neglected texts about women, feminist interpretation re-examines familiar ones. Gen 2-3 is a prime example. Contrary to conventional understanding, this narrative does not proclaim male domination and female subordination as the will of God. Attention to vocabulary, syntax, and literary structure demonstrates no ordering of the sexes in creation. At the beginning "Yahweh God formed the human from the humus" (Gen 2:4b). Sexual identification does not obtain. At the end this creature becomes female and male in the sexually explicit vocabulary Îssa and ts (Gen 2:21-24). They are bone of bones and flesh of flesh, the language of mutuality and equality. 53 No concept of complementarity sets roles for them. The troublesome word 'êzer, usually translated "helper" and applied to the woman as subordinate, actually connotes superiority. The phrase "corresponding to" or "fit for" tempers this connotation to signal equality.
But with disobedience the mutuality of the sexes shatters. In answering the serpent, the woman shows theological and hermeneutical astuteness. She interprets the divine command faithfully and ponders the benefits of the fruit. By contrast, the man is mindless and mute. Opposing portraits yield, however, the same decision. Each disobeys. The judgments that follow disobedience describe, not prescribe, the consequences. Of particular interest is the description, "Your desire is for your man, but he rules over you" (Gen 3:15). This condition violates mutuality. Thus it judges patriarchy as sin, a judgment that Scripture and interpreters have failed to heed.
Despite the passages cited thus far, feminist exegesis does not hold that all neglected and reinterpreted texts turn out to be less patriarchal than usually perceived. (Indeed, some feminists would disavow altogether the hermeneutics pursued here, to argue that patriarchy controls all biblical literature.) Exegesis also shows how much more patriarchal are many texts. The sacrifice of the daughter of Jephthah, the dismemberment of an unnamed woman, the rape of Princess Tamar, and the abuse of the slave Hagar constitute but a few narrative illustrations. 54 In prophetic literature the use of "objectified female sexuality as a symbol of evil" forms another set of passages. These tentative proposals only initiate a discussion that seeks to join feminist hermeneutics and biblical theology. The descriptive and historical task would explore the entire picture of gender and sex in all its diversity. Beyond that effort, the constructive and hermeneutical task would wrestle from the text a theology that subverts patriarchy. Looking at the enormity of the enterprise, critics of all persuasions might well ask, "Why bother?" After all, east is far frpm west; Athens has nothing to do with Jerusalem. At best, constructive interpretations offer no more than five loaves and two fishes. What are they among so many passages of patriarchy? The answer is scriptural (cf. Mt 14:13-21). When found, rightly blessed, and fed upon, these remnant traditions provide more than enough sustenance for life.
